, the nuclearisation of the family, decline in the incidence of cerebrovascular disease in and the growing number of middle aged women in the the over 70s,2 so that since the early 1980s the long term labour force. Of the 600 000 bedridden people in Japan care of elderly people has become a serious problem.
in 1989, around 250 000 stayed at home, 100 000 were in the special nursing homes for the aged, and 250 000 Other problems Several problems remain, not least of which is the shortage of physicians and nurses in Japan. This is especially true in hospitals, where the ratio of nurses (qualified and unqualified) to inpatients ranges from 1:2 in the best hospitals to as low as 1:6 in the most basic hospitals for the elderly. This is no more than a quarter to a third of the level in Western countries (table III) .`1 In the past the shortage of nursing staff in hospitals was overcome by the compulsory participation of the family in the patient's care (one reason why the cost of personnel in medical facilities-and the cost of medical care in general in Japan-is low) (table IV).3"5 However, with insufficient skilled staff it is impossible to cope with rapidly advancing technology. This applies not only to general hospitals but also to hospitals for the elderly, which primarily are concerned with long term care. Hence disabled elderly patients may be kept in bed for prolonged periods, so becoming completely dependent. 24 This leads to deterioration in the quality of services and dissatisfaction among users. Hence this method may encourage limitless growth in the need for these services and result in unendurable costs for many households.
Scandinavian countries provide a very high standard of long term care for elderly people funded by the social services with public money. But such a system cannot be introduced in Japan at present because ofdeficiencies in its social security system. Nevetheless, the funding of long term care of disabled elderly people in Japanboth at home and in special facilities -has improved substantially and exceeds the limits possible by families.
Recently in Japan it has been voiced publicly that long term care ofthe elderly should be the responsibility of government. Though the various alternatives are accepted to some extent and are practical and efficient, facilities are in short supply and cannot cope as life expectancy rises. Japan is facing a crisis in the long term care of its elderly citizens and a solution is required urgently.
